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The prospect of having tight: colleagues tell of "their 

sociological lives in changing social structures" raises at 

once the not uninteresting question: Can we identify attributes 

distinctive of what we shall agree to call "sociological auto- 

biography” that mark it of2 as a genre from othex kinds of 

autobiography that have appearad over the centuries since at 

least the Renaissance? (Or as some have argued -- for instance, 

the GBttingsn scholar, Georg Mitch,, in his classic volumea on 

the History op Autobiography in Antiquity -- as they have 

appeared 

In 

duration 

over the millennia.) 

musing on this question for the short socially expected 

allowlsd me, I bypass a more general gue.stion. Are 

the art aMi craft of autobiography apt to be practi.ced differently 

by those variously ‘located in the soedal and cultural structure: 

by politi&n, novelist, aociolagist, psychologist, industrialist 

and Hollywood celebrity? by prophet, priests, agnostic and atheist: 

by men and women; by the,youngI not-eo-young and comparatively old: 

and 80 on through the lists of socially differentiated narratara 

of their own lives and times? Instead, I limit myselP to a few 

obssrvations on the comparative advantages and disadvantages of, 

autobiography and bioqraphy and then focus on the notion of a 

distinctively sociological autobiography. I do so analytically, 

not empirically. Mindful of though not entirely persuaded by 

Karl Popper's warr+Fngs of the perils of induction, I da not try 
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to infer attributes- of sociological autobiography inductively 

by systematically examining the capsule accaunta in this 

volume or the recent spate of book-length accounts by Charl.es 

Page, George Homans, Reinhard Bendix, Don MartindaLe and others, 

or tie surprisingly small number of intellectual autobiographies 

by sociologiqts all told since they -0 that is to say, we -- 

first acquired a public identity in the last century. To be 

sure, Herbert Spencer,gave us two volumes of autobiography and 
Pitirim 

Lester Ward, z&c. Just as we are legatees of/Sorokin's A Long 

Journey and Robert MacIvar's As a Tale that is Told (which, as 

a longtime colleague of them both, I can attest ;ing descriptively 

true and analytically latent), But Mar%, Durkheim, Weber, Simmel, 

W.I. Thomas and Talcott Parsons are among the many more who have 

left us nothing by way of autobiography -- although the vast Marx- 

Engels correspondence provides soand compensation. 

The sociological autobiography utilizes sociological . 
perspectives, ideas, concepts, findings, and analytical procedures 

to construct and to interpret the narrative text that purports to 

tell one's on history within the context of the larger history of 
one16 times. Comparedwith sociological biography, it enjoys the 

same advantages and suffers the same disadvantages as other forms 

.of autobiography. Put in terms of a workaday sociological concept, 

autobiographera are the ultimate participants in a dual pnrticipant- 

observer role, having privileged acaess -- in sme respects, 

monopolistic access -C to their own inner experience. Biographers 

of self can introspect: and retrospect in ways that others cannot do 
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for them, That advantage is coupled with disadvantages. As 

we know, introspection and individual memory (aa well as 

collective memory) are subject to patterned distortions and 

omissions. Those hazards are probably compounded in the sus- 

tained introspections 'and long-term memory drawn upon to 

reconstruct long stretches of one'8 paat. 

SomeCfmes, it Beems, excessivaly long stretches. As 

Virginia Woolf noted derivatively, in her long-unpublished 

autobiagraghfcal writings, Momentv of Deinq, there can Come 

a time when one has forgotten far more bP significance to an ‘ 
autobiography than one has remembered. (The specific reference 

was to Lady Strachey, mother of the unruly biographer Lytton, 

whose l'Recolleetians of a. Long Life" were condensed into ten 

pagea or ~o),.Or again, the prolific Heinrich 8611; whose novels 

and storieswere published in 45 languages and issued in some 25 
million copies, could only manage, in the absence of diary and . 
journal, an autobiographic fragment of 82 ,pages which announce% 

that 'not one title, not one author, not one book that S held in 

my hand has remained in my memory," 

Still, like biographers, autobiographers can have a measure 

of control over possible tricks of memory and errors of observation. 

They too can utltlize the historical resource of documents: those 

often .uncalculated evidences of what one did, f&c, and thought, 

and oe'what on+ failed to da, feel, and think. In effect, the 

remexnbered past then becomes transformed into a Series of bypoCheses 

to be checked, 80 far as they can be, by aggregated documents and 



tesrimonfes of athers, 

In feflecting on the sociologica autobiography as a 

distinctive form, I find it impassible to avoid drawing on 

a paper of mine, "Insiticrs and Outajders: A Chapter in the 

Sociolagy of 'Knowledge" (1972). For if the autobiographer 

has tha’ advant?ge of being the ultimate Insider, tie biographer 

haa the counterpart advantage of more readiLy being the 

dielanced Outsider, If the one has privileged or monopolistic 

access to portions an8 aspectx of the inner life, the other 

more easily achieves the required dist.nnco and candor. I would 

propose that in concept -- not of course nccessaril; in practice -- 

the truly sociological autobiography combines the complementary 

advantages of both Insider and Outsider while minimizing the 

c¶ir,udvantagaa of each, 

.On 8tilZ rare occasion, the complementary perspectives 

of Insidei: and Outsld6r can,bt: combined through.'discfiplined 

,collaboration. Witness d condensed prototypal case of the 

biography of an episode in %hm history of blalogy. Here, the 

biological scientist Joshua &ederberg, who 40 years before 

had’made the consequential dipzovery of genetic recombination 

in bacteria, collaborated with the sociolpgist of science, Harriet 

Zuck&rnan, to examine that discovery as a possible case of what 

wa8 analytically defined as a "postmaturs scientific discovery”: 

one that was technicaLLy achievabJ.e earlier with methods then 

available; expressible in terms understandable by scientists then 

at work fn"tie field, and capable of having its salient implications 

appreciated at the earlier: time. In this joint inquiry (Nature, 
3' 
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December 1986), the scientiet-palticipan~ W&S succe&iveLy 

providing prreanal and public documents to check on pe~~sonal 

memories from the Per8pectivs of the ultimate Insider whi,le 
oollaborating in the ongoing analysis of the accumulating 

data,wfth the sociologist-observer working from the perspective 

of'the outsider. Thfa composite of highly personal materials 

and analytical diotmcc was plainly required to explore the 

seemingly self-deprecating sociological hypothesis that one's 

own scientific diacovcry, declared by those judges in Stookholm 
to warrant The Prize, might have been made quite some time before. 

Collaborationo of this kind.could make for a m&h larger corpus 

of sociological autobiography. 
. 

Among other. thinga, ghon, the sociolpgieal autobipgraphy 

is a Personal exrraise -- a self-cxemplifyiyg exerci.se -- in 

the ,sooiology of scientific knowledge. The constructed personal 
_* 

text tells of the interplay between the active agent and the 

social structure, the interplay between brie's sequences of 

atatus-sets and role-mats on the ong! hand and one's intellectual 

dovelcqmant on the other , with its successionof thearetical 

COmlnitlnen to, foai of scientific attention, planned or sere'n- 

dipitoun chc+cea of probLema and choices of strategic research 

eit8s for their invoot$gation. ,Tacitly or explicitly, it draws 

upon such concepts in the sociology of science as Derek de &Ala 

Pri&elo 'li.nvioibLe collegea," Ludwik Flsck's "thought styles" 

and "thought oolleotivea," and, to,,go no further, Thomas Kuhn's 

afgarad*gmomv and lVexempLaran and Gerald IZolton's "thematic 

analysls.B' The narratives and their interpretations tell of 

% 
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reference groups and leferencc individuals, the signifiaant 

other8 that helped ahape the changing character of thought and 

inquiry. !i!aci$l~~:or: exglioitly , they tell of accurnulatione 

of advantago and of disadvantpge and of 'self-fulfilJ,ing 

prophecies, bo* social and individual, in the domain of 

developing knowledge. And yet again, tacitly or explicitly, 

they take note of how dedicated coIlonitmcnt to one or another 

theoretical qrientatian or mde of rosoarch practice can lead 

to the aelf-isolating neglect of alternative6 or to civil and, 

on Occasion, to uncivil wars between contending thought collectives. 
c 

Not Ieaat in this truncated inventory, full.-fledged 

sociological autobiographers relate their intellectual develop- 

me.ntsboth to ohanging social and cognitive micro-environments 

oloao .at hand and to the &noornpassing maaro-environments provided 

by the larger eociety and culture. Put in terms of the thexnatics 

of this volume, .auch'accounts bcar'witness that one's runs of 

oxporicnoc and foci of interest, one's accomplishments and 

failurea, were in no small part a func.tion of the historical 

moment at which one has entered the field. Neophytes coming 

into the domain of spciology at comparable ages but in different 

age cohorts -- sayt of the 292Os, @40er160s and'808 -- have 

plainly entered into appreciably dif fcrent historical. contexts. 

#The then current state of ihe disciplinary art differs from the 

rest aa does the larger social. and cultural environment. AB a 

result, the initial and later experience of newcomers to the 

diJcipUne, in the differ&t periods in bauni! to differ a&gnificantly 
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After that last obaervalian, I find myself lapsing into 

a brief rstrosp&zt, It puts me irresistibly in mind of the first 

annual meeting of this Aaeociation I happened to attend. That 

WIP in the late 1920s. My treacherous memory,estimates -- without 

my having consulted the records -- ' the total, attendance at 

that national mcoting in Washington at some 200 -- less than a 

qua,rtcr of our number in this one plenary session. In those 

primitive, spars&y populated days, and thanks to my mentor at 

Temple University, George El Simpson, a 17-year-old sophomore 

like myself could gat to meet -- ewn to talk w$th -- the likes 
William F. Ogburn, 

of a Robert E. Park, W,Z, Thomas,/and E.A. Ross. Ne couJ.d also 

lieten, most consequentially for him, to the inadvertently 

r@CrUiting SOCiOlOgiCal VOiCE of the then University of Minnesota 

wholbr, Pitirim Alexandrovioh: !Sorokin, this several years before 
Sorokin 

75 was called to found the Department of Sociology at Harvard. 

I suspect that undergraduates attending these densely populated 

meetings -- oopecially those attending for the first time -- 

find it rether more difficult to have a reasonably similar 

experience. And in complementary turn we m+ght ask: how many 

youngsters can any one of UP lingering olds.ters manage to cope 

with? A3 we sociologists have been known to eugge$t, numbers, 

density, and organizational complexity do make a difference to 

the character of human expetience, 

A final word. Ia will be noticed that this bare sketch 

of $aome a.ttributes of the aaciologioal autobiography is less a 

condensed description $han a step toward an elucidated concept. 

It ie rather more a nqrmativo concept than a summary of a B?quent 
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socia-cultural phenomenon. In that sense, not all auto- 

biographies by sociol?gists qualify as sociological auto- 

biography just as not all sociological autobiography is 

written by credentialed eociologiste. In reading the set 

66 autobiographic accounts in'this volume, however, we can 

sense how and how far the texts, constructed of inerospection, 

retrospection, and interpretation, have been shaped by the 

eociologieal eonsciousnons of their authors, and that 

consciousness, in turn, by the structural contexts in which 

they Found themselves. Fhoes 'short account8 mus& condense much 

into little space. gtill, iC only requires an attentive 

sociological eye to see what ie being said between the lines 

aa well aa on them and to intcrpolako for our reading selves 

what tho social cons$raints of allowable space have required 

thQ authors to neglect or delete. Perhap the same attentive 

readers will do much the same with these brief observations 

on the concept of eociolpgfcal autobiography. 


